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ABSTRACT 
 Two years after its signing into law, the Patient Protection and Affordable Care 
Act (PPACA), commonly called the Affordable Care Act (ACA), underwent a 
constitutional challenge at the Supreme Court. The Court’s decision to uphold the power 
of Congress in enacting most of the provisions of the ACA was regarded as a highly 
salient decision that is thought to have affected the public perception of the law. The 
focus of this thesis is to determine whether the Supreme Court was able to frame 
arguments used for or against the ACA in relation to the decision. By organizing and 
analyzing open-ended responses gathered from a panel survey both before and after the 
2012 decision, I sought to determine how arguments used in discussion about the law and 
institutions regarding it varied after the decision. Findings show that the argument types 
used to explain individuals’ policy perceptions remained relatively stable throughout the 
waves. The study presented here offers an in-depth, micro-level effects of a real Court 
decision on individuals. By focusing on within-subject language change in a tight 
window around the decision, this approach helps clarify thinking about the relationship 
between the Court and public opinion. 
  
	 vi 





TABLE OF CONTENTS…………………………………………………………………vi 
LIST OF TABLES………………………………………………………………………. vii 
LIST OF FIGURES…………………………………………………………………….. viii 





TABLE OF CONTENTS 
 
ACKNOWLEDGMENTS ................................................................................................. iv 
ABSTRACT ........................................................................................................................ v 
TABLE OF CONTENTS ................................................................................................... vi 
LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS ........................................................................................... vii 
INTRODUCTION .............................................................................................................. 1 
FRAMING EFFECTS AND THE SUPREME COURT .................................................... 2 
THEORETICAL EXPECTATIONS .................................................................................. 6 
METHODS AND DATA ................................................................................................. 11 
RESULTS ......................................................................................................................... 16 
CONCLUSION ................................................................................................................. 29 
BIBLIOGRAPHY ............................................................................................................. 33 
CURRICULUM VITAE ................................................................................................... 36    
	 vii 
LIST OF TABLES 
 
 
Table 1: Frames, Considerations, and Examples for Each Consideration………………... 6 
Table 2: Wave 1 Demographics…………………………………………………………. 12 
Table 3: Coding Scheme………………………………………………………………… 15 
Table 4: Example of Argument Stability Across Waves………………………………... 19 
Table 5: Example of Argument Shift Across Waves……………………………………. 20 




LIST OF FIGURES 
 
 
Figure 1: Timeline of Waves…………………………………………………………..... 11 
Figure 2: Argument Type by Wave……………………………………………………... 18 
Figure 3: Argument Type by Wave for Positive and Negative Uses……………………. 22 
Figure 4: Percent Difference between Positive and Negative Argument Types by      
Wave…………………………………………………………………………. 23 
Figure 5: Argument Type by Wave for Positive and Negative Uses for R with Low 
Legitimacy Scores……………………………………………………………. 24 
Figure 6: Argument Type by Wave for Positive and Negative Uses for R with High 
Legitimacy Scores……………………………………………………………. 25 
Figure 7: Argument Type by Wave for Positive and Negative Uses for R with Low 
Partisanship Scores…………………………………………………………… 27 
Figure 8: Argument Type by Wave for Positive and Negative Uses for R with High 
Partisanship Scores…………………………………………………………… 28 
Figure A: Argument Type by Wave for Democrats and Republicans…………………... 30 
Figure B: Argument Type by Wave for Positive and Negative Uses for R with    
Democrat Party ID…………………………………………………………….31 
Figure C: Argument Type by Wave for Positive and Negative Uses for R with 







LIST OF ABBREVIATIONS 
ACA ...................................................................................................... Affordable Care Act 
ANES ...........................................................................................Amazon Mechanical Turk  
MTurk ..........................................................................................Amazon Mechanical Turk  
NFIB ............................................................. National Federation of Independent Business  
PPACA ....................................................... Patient Protection and the Affordable Care Act 








Scholars have long studied the way that people talk about issues and institutions 
and the ways that elites and events frame the debate and the pertinent mental 
considerations. There has also been a focus on whether the Supreme Court can affect 
public opinion, about issues or the Court, when it makes decisions. In this paper, I seek to 
combine these areas of research to ask whether Supreme Court decisions frame debates 
and affect the considerations people use when thinking about issues related to the 
decisions. In doing so I assess the possibility that the Court “legalizes” issues by 
changing public debates to the legal questions and/or jargon. I simultaneously assess the 
possibility that the Court does that opposite. That is, perhaps the Court, by ruling and 
resolving the legal issues, takes them off the table leading people to think purely in terms 
of policy or politics.  
I consider these possibilities and more by looking at whether the Court’s decision 
in NFIB v. Sebelius framed arguments about health care reform. Specifically, I ask 
whether people changed the way they talk about the ACA in the period surrounding the 
decision. I do so by coding the arguments people make in open-ended commentaries 
collected as part of a multi-wave panel study conducted around the Court’s ruling. The 
results demonstrate there is relative stability in the nature of the frames that individuals 
use to explain their policy preferences. However, the data does show a homogenizing 
effect of stability, leading to explanations that indicate a selective framing effect, 
particularly among those with higher perceptions of the Court’s legitimacy and stronger 
partisan affiliations. When I consider the shifts in argument types between considerations 
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that attack the ACA as compared to considerations that support the ACA, there seems to 
be a convergence between the negative and positive when individuals mention the 
government or aspects of the policy in their arguments.  
Overall, this study addresses micro-level questions concerning the type of 
arguments individuals use when explaining their position on health care reform. Using a 
real Court decision to evaluate shifts in frames, I focus on within-subject opinion in a 
window around the decision to expand the scarce knowledge of framing effects of the 
Supreme Court. This approach offers an externally valid test of whether the Court’s 
decision affected arguments for or against health care reform specifically. I use a multi-
wave panel survey that includes data collected before and after the decision. Indeed, this 
approach allows me to make conceptual and methodological contributions that partly 
reconcile key disagreements in the scholarly debate and helps clarify thinking about the 
relationship between the Court and public opinion.  
FRAMING EFFECTS AND THE SUPREME COURT 
There is considerable scholarship examining the interaction of the Court and 
public opinion (Caldeira & Gibson, 1992, Gibson, Caldeira, & Baird, 1998, Hoekstra, 
2000, 2003), the political nature of the Court (Epstein & Knight, 1998; Maltzman, 
Spriggs, & Wahlbeck, 2000; Segal & Spaeth, 1993), and how individual Court decisions 
influence the public’s confidence in the institution (Grosskopf & Mondak, 1998). More 
recent studies are mixed about whether the Court shapes public opinion (Unger 2008; 
Bartels and Mutz 2009; Egan and Citrin 2011). Multiple studies show that there is no net 
impact of Court rulings on Americans’ views (Marshall 1987; Rosenberg 1991; Le and 
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Citrin 2008; Gash and Gonzales 2008), though the Court can polarize opinion or change 
opinion of certain subgroups (Franklin and Kosaki 1989; Hoekstra and Segal 1996; 
Johnson and Martin 1998; Brickman and Peterson 2006). Although there is much debate 
about how political attitudes shape opinion toward the Court, and how the Court shapes 
attitudes toward issues, there is little work about whether the Court’s decisions frame 
individual policy considerations and affect the ways that people think and talk about 
issues.  
Framing policy issues in different ways affects public opinion by accentuating 
certain considerations. To frame a message is to “select some aspects of a perceived 
reality and make them more salient…in such a way as to promote a particular problem 
definition, causal interpretation, moral evaluation, and/or treatment recommendation” 
(Entman, 1993: 52). Effective frames influence the manner in which a message is 
received and responded to. Studies of framing effects have been used to explain 
presidential rhetoric (Barker, 2005), foreign policy decisions (Garrison, 2001), and 
sustained support for President Clinton during his impeachment (Shah et al., 2002). The 
power of framing effects can appear great. Jacoby (2000), for example, shows that 
fundamental views about the size of government and popular commitment to the welfare 
state can be made to hinge on framing effects.  
Although the exact mechanism for framing effects is a matter of debate, studies of 
framing examine the effects of political judgement though laboratory experiments and 
surveys. Experiments in communication frames typically involve interventions that 
present respondents with alternate frames which influence the perceived relevance of 
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information by making certain considerations more prevalent than others (Nelson, 
Clawson, and Oxley 1997). However, external validity in studies exploring framing 
effects is threated by how the frames are administered (Kinder 2007, Druckman and 
Leeper 2012). Individuals rarely learn about Supreme Court decisions in the way they are 
presented in experiments (Unger 2008; Egan and Citrin 2011). Thus, experiments may be 
useful in determining the effect of decisions salience, but are often do not capture the 
realities that individuals do not understand about the Court’s position (Unger 2008) or are 
influenced by elites’ framing of decisions (Clawson and Waltenburg 2003). Therefore, it 
is important to study the Court’s possible framing effects in a natural setting. 
Observational studies offer improved external validity. This is especially true of 
those that examine the opinions of representative samples of Americans before and after 
major Court decisions (e.g. Marshall 1987; Franklin and Kosaki 1989; Johnson and 
Martin 1998; Brickman and Peterson 2006). However, these observational studies derive 
their data from survey questions asked for varying purposes, such as those on the General 
Social Survey. These surveys may not be timed optimally to infer the effects of Court 
decisions and allows for “noise” caused by other events that could influence opinion 
during the window between the ruling and when the opinion is measured (Hoekstra 
1995). Thus, the problem with using generalized surveys is that any kind of framing 
effects would be occluded even in natural settings. It happens because it is difficult to 
administer surveys of public opinion directly before unpredictable events – such as 
natural disasters, terror attacks, or political scandals – that could influence public opinion. 
Other events – such as elections, legislative votes, and executive actions – are typically 
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heralded by widespread media coverage and information available to the general public, 
allowing researchers to anticipate and study these issues more closely. The Supreme 
Court venue allows this paper to address these issues in specific ways by surveying 
representative samples of individuals in tight windows before and after major decisions.  
The 2012 Supreme Court decision in the ACA case was not only highly salient, 
but also involved much debate among ordinary individuals and political elites alike. A 
markedly partisan split over the ACA lead to a more polarized opinion surrounding just 
about every details of the ACA. People had strong views about varying aspects of the 
issues and the pertinent were broad enough that people could think about them in 
different ways and from different perspectives. I focus less on actual preference changes 
and more on whether the Court’s decision upholding the ACA may have led some to 
reconsider the arguments they made and the ways they thought about the issues.  
Studies that examine the reaction of public opinion to Supreme Court decisions typically 
use cross-sectional polls to measure changes in aggregate attitudes towards the policy on 
a numerical scale (Marshall 1989; Rosenberg 1991; Campbell and Persily 2013). Other 
studies that look at framing in specific examine overall agreement with the ruling 
(Nicholson & Howard 2003; Chong & Druckman 2010). However, these studies do not 
examine micro-level changes in public opinion that better explore the cognitive 
processing people use when confronted with a Court decision. The use of a panel survey 
paired with qualitative, open-ended measures allows me to better explain shifts in the 




 This study seeks to examine the claim that Supreme Court decisions influence the 
public framing issues. Specifically, I look at the effect of Supreme Court decisions on 
micro-level shifts in public opinion. This does not mean I seek to isolate the independent 
effect of the decision outside of events that may influence Supreme Court cases. I 
consider four major frames with 30 different considerations that each fall into one of the 
four frames. Table 1 shows each of the frames and their individual considerations. 
Importantly, it includes examples taken from participants’ comments to illustrate the 
considerations. 
 
Table 1: Frames, Considerations, and Examples for Each Consideration 
Frame Consideration Example 
 Individual Mandate 
“I disagree with the individual 
mandate aspect of the health care 
reform. People should always have 
control over their decisions.” 
 Universal Healthcare 
“I believe in universal health care 
and believe the US should move in 
that direction.” 
Policy Aspects Necessity 
“Health care reform was necessary 
and did not go as far as I would have 
liked.” 
 Pre-existing Conditions 
“People with preexisting conditions 
and people who cannot otherwise 
afford healthcare on their own 
should not be denied.” 
 
Stay on Parents’ Health 
Plan 
“With the new law, young adults can 
stay on their parents insurance until 






“There would be so many who 
wouldn't pay it I think it would just 
fail.” 
 
Individual pricing & 
costs 
“Pricing for healthcare needs to be 
transparent and explanatory.” 
Policy 
Externalities 
Government costs & 
taxes 
“I feel that raising the healthcare 
taxes so others can benefit is wrong 
and I oppose the motion” 
 Poverty 
“If our current system is not 
corrected with reforms people, 
especially those is [sic] lower 
economic classes, will continue to 






“Maybe, if illegal immigrants stop 
taking jobs away from US Citizens, I 
will actually be able to afford 
medical insurance.” 
 Jobs 
“I disagree with health care reform 
because there are many people who 
are going to be out jobs because of 
it.” 
 Foreign Comparisons 
“Virtually every other industrialized 
country has better health care 
coverage than the US.” 
 Corporate 
“I should not be forced to invest in a 
privatized business.” 
 Ideology 
“It is undemocratic and goes against 





“I believe it does away with personal 
responsibility and institutes a nanny 
state, setting this country on the path 
to socialism.” 
 Liberal 
“We are proud to be Americans 
because we live in a FREE country; 
yet liberals are impeding on that 




“Conservatives don't seem to 
understand that we are all just a 
serious accident or injury away from 
financial disaster.” 
 Democrat 
“The refusal to compromise by 
Democratic leadership produced an 
unfinished bill that only compounds 
the disastrous nature of the law.” 
 Government 
“The government should not be 
involved in the health care decisions 
of its people.” 
 Constitution 
“It is unconstitutional regardless of 
how they try to spin it. The 
government does not have the 
authority to force Americans to buy 
anything.” 
 Rights & Liberty 
“Everyone who is sick or has a 
disability should have a right to have 
health insurance.” 
 Fairness & Equality 
“I believe it's unfair because a lot of 
people cannot afford even basic 
health insurance.” 
 Morality 
“It's not moral to no care for the 
people around you.” 
Legalistic President Obama 
“I think it really is Obama trying 
extend his power over the citizens of 
this country.” 
 
Chief Justice John 
Roberts 
“I think it unbelievable that the 
affordable care act passed based on 
the fact that John Roberts called it a 
""tax"" when it has never been 
upheld as such.” 
 Supreme Court 
“[The decision] makes me believe 
more in the deliberative and 
conscience-led nature of the 
Supreme Court, which is how I think 
it should be.” 
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 Legitimate Court 
“I believe that the Supreme Court 
ruling this past week was a step in 
the right direction, and the 
implementation of the plan will help 
guide this country in the right 
direction.” 
 Political Court 
“I'm disappointed that it wasn't 
declared unconstitutional yesterday. 
In effect it was because Roberts 
virtually rewrote the law by turning 
it into a tax.” 
 
Most considerations fit logically beneath a certain frame, however it is possible 
classify some considerations under differing frames. For example, the rights and liberty 
consideration could fall either under the Legalistic frame or the Government/Ideology 
frame. The figure shows how I classified them for the sake of this analysis so that nothing 
was double counted.  
The first hypothesis concerns whether the Court decision makes legal arguments 
in support of the ACA more or less widespread. One perspective of this hypothesis is that 
individuals tend to use more legalistic language when discussing their positive 
preferences toward the ACA following the Court’s ruling upholding the law. Prior 
scholarship shows that the Court enjoys high levels of legitimacy (e.g., Gibson 2007). As 
such, once the Court provides legal language with to discuss issues, people may talk more 
in those legalistic terms. Specifically, those who have a markedly positive opinion of the 
Court will experience an endorsement effect (Zaller 1992). Therefore, because the 
decision is made by the Court, it can convince individuals that the ACA is consistent with 
constitutional values. Of course, there is an alternative plausible prediction in the 
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opposite direction in which the Court, by resolving legal questions, takes them off the 
table and out of the debate. Nevertheless, I only explicitly denote:  
Hypothesis: Supreme Court decisions shift the frames that people use when 
discussing policy. 
Sub-Hypothesis A: The Supreme Court makes legal arguments about the 
issue more salient and legal considerations more prominent.  
Sub-Hypothesis B: The Supreme Court makes policy arguments about the 
issue more salient and policy considerations more prominent. 
Sub-Hypothesis C: The Supreme Court makes governmental arguments 
about the issue more salient and governmental considerations more 
prominent. 
While I most specifically focus on changes in legal arguments, I look for changes 
in the other three frame categories as well. I consider whether the Supreme Court has a 
transformative effect, on average, on the types of arguments made. That is, I seek to 
identify whether the decision shifted frames by the arguments individuals made for or 
against health care reform. I test whether people talked more or less about 1) policy 
aspects 2) policy externalities and 3) government and ideology in the periods before and 
after the decision. 
Aside from general trends, I also examine changes in language supporting and 
attacking the health care reform.  That is, I look at whether the decision changed the 
valence of certain considerations and/or those that people used to support or oppose the 
law and surrounding issues. To comprise all of these facets I explicitly note a wide-
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ranging hypothesis to capture the general potential for the Court, merely by ruling, to 
frame debates.  
METHODS AND DATA 
The data used here comes from a panel survey conducted in the summer of 2012 
around the ACA decision. The surveys were administered in four waves, two prior to the 
decision, one immediately following, and another one month later. The open-ended 
question I focus on was asked on one pre-wave and two post-waves. The surveys 
included questions about the Supreme Court, the ACA, and politics in general among 
other things. The questions asked regarding opinions about general health care reform 
took both open and closed form. These data offers the ability to closely examine the 
Court’s effect on shifting the types of arguments used in the natural setting. Additionally, 
by tracking responses from the same individuals across waves, I can observe opinion 
change at the micro-level. The Supreme Court decision in NFIB v. Sebelius was released 
on the morning of June 28, 2012. The three-wave panel study used here collected 
responses on June 19, June 28, and July 20. Figure 1 below shows the timing of the 
waves and the duration of which the data were gathered.  




The surveys were fielded with respondents recruited using Amazon.com’s 
Mechanical Turk (MTurk) crowdsourcing marketplace. After posting an open HIT to 
recruit the initial sample I used Amazon’s services to re-contact participants to invite 
them to subsequent waves. As I noted above, this service offered the ability to conduct a 
panel around a foreseeable event of uncertain timing (see also Christenson and Glick 
2013). While MTurk does not produce a nationally representative sample, Berinsky, 
Huber, and Lenz (2012) show that it has favorable properties compared to student and/or 
other samples frequently used for experimental and panel research. In a case like this one, 
MTurk enables research to conduct panel surveys in ways and places (and certainly for 
costs) that may have been previously unattainable. The demographics of this sample are 
consistent with those reported in other MTurk studies. The participants were, as expected, 
younger and more liberal than high quality probability samples, but not massively 
divergent on other metrics or compared to other convenience samples.  Finally, I find no 
evidence of systematic panel attrition. As people dropped out of the panel, the 
demographics stayed constant.  
The sample itself is not as representative as the best national probability samples 
but more representative than convenience samples. Table 2 below shows the sample 
demographics for the first wave. This sample is slightly younger and more liberal than 
other, more representative samples, such as the ANES. Further breakdown is included in 
the appendix.  
Table 2: Wave 1 Demographics 
Variable Sample 
% Female 54.4 
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% White 79.0 
% Black 7.9 
% Hispanic 5.0 
Age (years) 33.4 
Party ID (mean 7 pt.) 3.2 
Ideology (mean 7 pt.) 3.3 
Education 
50% College Grad; 
37% Some College 
Income (median) 30-49K 
 
Importantly, this approach takes advantage of the panel design by comparing 
individuals to themselves in prior waves to track changes in the considerations they use 
and the arguments they make. This focus on individual level change somewhat 
ameliorates imperfections in the sample. This paper is not making population estimates, 
but rather, estimates of change within subjects. This is also doing so using data from just 
before and just after the decision which reduces other contaminates and makes observed 
changes attributable to the decision itself.    
The coding scheme itself follows a simple and consistent technique throughout all 
the waves. Each respondent was given the ability to write a response to an open-ended 
question asking how they felt about health care reform. In the three waves we analyzed, 
there were respectively 1,242, 856, and 751 respondents who answered the question. The 
length of these responses ranged from a sentence or two about the respondent’s general 
feelings toward health care reform or the new law to multiple paragraphs written in 
excruciating detail about their views on health care reform.  
The more detailed responses would tend to engage with a variety of different 
arguments for or against reform and the shorter responses would focus on one specific 
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argument or aspect of health care reform. For example, a shorter response is as follows: 
“I do not support Obamacare. The cost of having government mandated insurance is too 
high. How can taxpayers bear the burden of more entitlements, when you consider the 
deficit we now face?” Here, the respondent focuses solely on the fiscal implications of 
health care reform. A lengthier response typically engages a greater number of complex 
arguments, for example:   
I support the Affordable Care Act. There are more than 80 million Americans 
who do not have health insurance. The US is the only developed country who 
does not provide national health care to its citizens…Every citizen has a right to 
access adequate health care. Lack of national health care means more medical 
expenses as people postpone their doctor visits until they get seriously ill. It also 
means uninsured people go to ER when it is not emergency. That will hinder the 
hospital's ability to treat real emergencies. Health care reform may not be perfect, 
but it is a good starting point. Everyone must be enrolled in the national health 
care system to lower the premiums and use the resources in the best possible way. 
We should have a heath care plan that is independent from one's employment so 
that workers are not tied down to the companies just because they need health 
insurance. 
This respondent evaluates health care reform using a variety of considerations, comparing 
the United States health care system to other countries, proclaiming the right of citizens 
to have health care, examining its implications, costs, and necessity. 
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 Table 3 outlines the general coding scheme in six major steps. For each of the 
2,849 responses across three waves, the coding scheme followed the same structure. I 
would read the response and determine which of the 30 codes from Table 1 were 
applicable. I would then sort them on the stance each code took, which would include 
decisions on whether it was a consideration in favor or against health care reform. Not 
included in Table 3 are subjective measures of tone and thoughtfulness. “Tone” is a 
percentage from 0 to 1 that is a subjective measure of how receptive the response is, in its 
totality, to health care reform. “Thoughtfulness” is another 0 to 1 measure on how 
logically cohesive and detailed the response was.  
Table 3: Coding Scheme 
Step Example and Explanation 
1. Read Response 
“We should not deny any citizen the right to medical 
attention, especially because of ability to pay; but at 
the same time can't punish responsible citizens for 
the irresponsible behaviors of others. I feel the 
current legislation regarding ‘health care’ reform 
would be more accurately labeled ‘health insurance’ 
reform, as it does little to address many of the 
current issues in health care (cost increases, provider 
availability, etc...), and instead focuses on spreading 
risk premiums across a wider base of (legislatively 
mandated participants). This will largely benefit 
insurers far more than it will benefit plan members. I 
also believe it is an overreach of governmental 
authority, as the broccoli comparison was fairly 
accurate in my opinion (could the government go 
further and mandate broccoli purchases?) and even 
supporters of the act have had to change direction 
between calling the bill a ‘tax’ or a ‘penalty’.” 
2. List Argument Codes 
Supporting Reform 
Rights & Liberties – response mentions the “right 
to medical attention” 
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Poverty – response mentions the “ability to pay”  
3. List Argument Codes 
Attacking Reform  
Fairness & Equality – response eludes to the 
unfairness of “punish[ing] responsible citizens for the 
irresponsible behaviors of others” 
Pricing – response identifies cost increases 
Implementation – response discusses negative 
implementation outcomes 
Government – response claims “overreach of 
governmental authority” 
Mandate – response speaks negatively of mandate 
4. Revise Codes as Needed 
If response warrants it, add any additional 
codes/arguments 
5. Group Argument Types into 
Support Frames 
(Frame – Code(s) Used) 
Legalistic – Rights & Liberties 
Policy Externalities – Poverty 
6. Group Argument Types into 
Attack Frames 
(Frame – Code(s) Used) 
Legalistic – Fairness & Equality 
Policy Aspects – Pricing, Mandate 
Policy Externalities – Implementation 
Government & Ideology – Government  
 
This uniform coding scheme allowed for a better analysis of the data because, 
compared to text analysis programs, this method allowed me to conclusively derive the 
arguments used in each response. Aside from the more careful parsing of the text, this 
method gives the researcher greater control over the parts of the response that are relevant 
to the analysis, effectively separating the arguments from the non-arguments. The close 
analysis of these qualitative data yields an improved method of analyzing opinion 
change. In fact, this approach may be the only way to analyze opinion changes as the 
results show  
RESULTS 
I begin by comparing the average use of each frame in the periods surrounding the 
decisions in Figure 2. Each frame is a summative index of each of its policy 
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considerations that respondents used when answering the question, “How do you feel 
about health care reform? Please make an argument detailing your support or opposition 
to health care reform.” The “Percentage of Argument(s)” measure is a ratio capturing the 
number of considerations under each frame to the total number of considerations that 
each respondent used in total in the pertinent wave. That is, if a person used two legalistic 
arguments and eight total arguments in a particular survey wave, the percentage of 
arguments metric for legalistic would be 25% for that wave.  This measure can range 
from zero to 100. Zero indicates non-usage of the frame and 100 percent indicates that all 
of a respondent’s arguments used the frame in question. Balanced use of the four frames 
would yield 25% for each of them.  
As the plots show, the average use of each frame was quite stable throughout the 
tumultuous period around the decision. That is, the Court ruling on the issue did not, for 
example, lead to a dramatic increase in the number of legalistic arguments people were 
making. Nor did it shift the conversation to the Court itself. Indeed, these arguments as 
opposed to policy or political ones were consistently the lease frequently used even while 
the Court’s involvement in healthcare was front and center. On the one hand this may be 
expected since people had prior strong views about the issue. On the other hand, others 
have found, that much more subtle interventions than landmark Supreme Court decisions 




Table 4 shows examples of different responses throughout each wave that used 
relatively the same frames, showing the stability in the types of arguments respondents 
use. Using the coding scheme I outlined in Table 3, the table below shows how a 
respondent that used certain argument types before the decision, used the same argument 
types after and even a month after the Supreme Court ruling. Although this study does 
not account for specific argument-level shifts in respondent opinion, the implication is 
that in the aggregate, large, frame-level shifts are rare. In the aggregate, opinion shifts 
were not the norm. However, at the individual level, there is evidence of opinion shifting. 
Table 5 shows an example of a respondent who did shift his or her opinion. 
Table 4: Example of Argument Stability Across Waves  




“I feel that Obamacare is a positive and 
needed step. I think we should be a socially 
responsible society, and that socialized 
medicine is part of that. Not only do we 
have a moral obligation to provide access 
to healthcare for everyone, but, by creating 
a larger pool of insured people, the cost of 
healthcare will be more evenly spread 
across all of us. I have been fortunate to 
have access to healthcare my entire life, 
and have taken it for granted. All 
Americans should be just as confident as I 
am that they will have reasonable access to 
quality, affordable healthcare. To that end, 
I also support the individual mandate, and 













“I am a strong supporter of health care 
reform. It is frankly appalling to me that 
the US stands alone in First world 
countries without universal health 
coverage, and still manages to have the 
highest health care expenses. It is a moral 
obligation for us as a nation to provide 
equal access to acceptable healthcare for 
all of our fellow Americans. In addition, 
universal healthcare ‘levels the playing 
field’, making it possible for those with the 
highest risk to have equal access to care 
and dispelling fears that insurance will be 
dropped if medical needs are pursued.  
While I do not think Obamacare goes as far 
as it needs to in establishing a universal 
system, I am hopeful that it is a good first 
step, which will be followed by further 
reforms leading to increased access and 
coverage.” 
Support 












Wave 3  
“I am a very strong supporter of healthcare 
reform. I am lucky to have always had 
access to high-quality health coverage, and 
think it is a right that should be extended to 
everyone else as well. I think this is an 
issue of compassion and being a 
humanitarian above and beyond being a 
fiscal decision. As the wealthiest country in 
the world, we should quite frankly be 
ashamed that this sort of reform has not 
already occurred, and should readily admit 
that the current law does not go far enough 
in addressing the need to provide universal 
healthcare in America.” 
Support 











Table 5: Example of Argument Shift Across Waves  
Wave Response Frame: Consideration(s)  
Wave 1 
“I do think that universal health care is a 
good idea in principle, but at this time in 
our country, when we have such a large 
deficit already, I don't think it's a good 
idea. It would cause the government to pay 
for health insurance for a whole lot of 
people, and there are more important areas 










“I think it is kind of a good idea for 
everyone to have health insurance, but I do 
not think it is the government's job to 
require it and pay for it for a whole lot of 
people. At this time, our country is too far 
in debt without this issue, and it is my 
opinion that paying for poor people's health 







Ideology: Government  
Policy Aspects: Mandate 
Policy Externalities: 
Fiscal, Poverty 
Wave 3  
“I did oppose it last time I took your 
survey, but I have done a little more 
reading on it now and am in favor of it. I 
Support 
Policy Aspects: Mandate 
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thought it would cost a lot of money, but 
everything I read says it will not increase 
the deficit. I was also against the fine if 
you don't purchase insurance, because I 
thought many people, myself included, 
would not be able to afford insurance and 
also cannot afford a fine, but I found out 
that they will make it easier to qualify for 
Medicaid and also the fine will just be part 
of your taxes so you won't really notice, so 
that's not so bad. I still kinda feel that it is 
not the government's responsibility to 
regulate this, but we will see how it turns 








Because this case was relatively salient and politically charged, it is expected 
views about health care reform to vary by people’s views about the law and whether they 
were making supportive or oppositional arguments in their responses. Figure 3 breaks 
apart mean argument types by the kind of usage, either in support or attacking the ACA. 
Those who used more negative language in describing their views, tended to shift from 
focusing on the policy aspects of the reform to the government and ideology aspects. 
However, in each instance, there is a relatively stable trend for arguments using the 
policy externalities and legalistic frames. The positive things people were saying 




Although I do not find evidence for the Sub-Hypothesis A, that the ACA decision 
making the legal frame more or less used, there may perhaps be a framing effect on the 
government/ideology and policy aspects frame (Sub-Hypothesis C). Figure 4 shows the 
support for Sub-Hypothesis B and Sub-Hypothesis C in terms of the difference between 




Here there is a convergent effect the ACA decision has on the arguments 
individuals use. The effects are pronounced for the government/ideology and policy 
aspects frames, indicating that the decision results in some kind of homogeny between 
positive and negative frames. That is, before the decision these frames were 
disproportionately likely to appear in positive (negative) arguments and these differences 
dissipated after the decision. 
These effects may appear more markedly when considering measures of 
perceived legitimacy or partisanship. That is, those who perceive the Court to be more 
legitimate may also be less likely to discuss legalistic aspects of health care reform with 
the Supreme Court having ruled on that aspect of the law. Figure 5 shows the usage of 
arguments across all four frames and three waves according to whether the respondent 
supports or does not support the health care reform for those that do not believe the Court 
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to be legitimate. For those with lower perceptions of the Court’s legitimacy, there does 
not seem to be a significant shift in the usage of legalistic frames in their responses.  
 
Although Figure 5 does not show any decline in legalistic frames for respondents 
with low perceptions of the Court’s legitimacy, Figure 6 shows that for those who do not 
support health care reform and hold the Court in a high esteem are significant less likely 
to use legalistic frames in their arguments following the Court’s ruling. These 
respondents shift their argument types away from the considerations under the legalistic 
frame and more toward the aspects of the policy itself. This may show evidence opposing 
Sub-Hypothesis A, that the Court makes legal considerations more prominent, indicating 




The use of less legalistic language among those with stronger partisan affiliation 
may perhaps uncover a similar trend among those who oppose health care reform. Those 
who have strong partisan associations, regardless of the specific party, may perceive 
Court decisions as more impactful due to their institutional ties to their party, seeing it as 
a “win” or “loss” for their party stance. Assuming the respondents react to the Court by 
having decided the legal aspect of the law, this would then mean that those with stronger 
party ties would use less legalistic language. Conversely, those who identify as 
independents, with low partisanship scores, may not see the ruling as impacting their 
party, and would be thus less likely to perceive the decision affecting their legal views of 
the Court. Table 6 below shows the shifting responses of a respondent with high 




Table 6: Shifting Responses of High Legitimacy Respondent Opposing Reform 
Wave Response Frame: Consideration(s)  
Wave 1 
“Generally, I oppose it. I believe it's not 
right that any government in the United 
States could require a person to enter into 
a contract with a third-party. I think that 
the establishment of health care 
exchanges exceeds what power the 
federal government is granted in the 
Constitution. Other reforms, including 
allowing those with pre-existing 
conditions to purchase plans for non-
related health issues and taking away 
incentives for employers to offer health 
insurance (thereby giving employees 
more flexibility in purchasing the plan 






Legalistic: Rights & 
Liberty, Constitution 
Government & Ideology: 
Government  
Wave 2 
“The plan set forth in PPACA failed to 
identify government as one of the many 
costs health care providers must endure, 
and adding to that burden by swamping 
the number of patients they will be 
receiving. The reforms created under 
PPACA put a far heavier burden on 
insurance companies to provide coverage 
and denied a number of alternatives that 
would have kept their costs (and in turn 
the insured) low. The foundation for the 
Supreme Court decision seems to leave 
open a very dangerous precedent wherein 
government could coerce the people into 










Wave 3  
“Overall, I think it's a bad thing that the 
federal government has instated a 
mandate. I think the health insurance 
system in America has been generally 








more difficult for insurers to operate. 
Other, more nominal changes, would 
have been a far better option to fix the 
problems held by the current system 




Policy Aspects: Mandate 
 
In Figures 7 and 8, I examine whether this alternative theory of decreasing 





Figure 7 shows that for respondents with loose partisan affiliations, there was an 
increase in using the policy aspects framework, whereas Figure 8 shows that those with 
strong party ties are less inclined to discuss policy aspects and more inclined to discuss 
policy externalities, regardless of whether the respondents support health care reform or 
not. More interesting, however, is that those with higher partisanship scores, particularly 
those who use language opposing health care reform, are less likely to use the legal 
frame. This again mirrors the findings examining respondents with higher legitimacy 
scores who used language opposing the health care reform.  
When taking into consideration perceptions of Supreme Court legitimacy and the 
respondents’ partisan affiliations, there may be evidence that those opposing the health 
care law are less inclined to discuss the law in legalistic terms. The reason for this may be 
that the Court rules on the legal aspects of the law, causing a shift in frames away from 
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legal considerations. This seems to have a greater effect on those opposing the law, 
perhaps due to a “de-legitimizing” effect the Court may impose.  
CONCLUSION 
 Examining the way that individuals talk about the issues that surround the 
Supreme Court affords me to ability to determine how they think about issues and 
whether the Court can change that. The findings in this paper show relatively stable 
considerations that individuals have when they discuss highly salience Court decisions. 
The data gathered here shows that the Court ruling in the Affordable Care Act does not 
change, for example, the balance of legal to policy arguments. On the whole, people did 
not change from discussing the various aspects of the policy to talking about the Court or 
the Constitution. There may be, however, an effect Court rulings have on those who 
oppose the policy when accounting for those with higher perceptions of the Court’s 
legitimacy and those with stronger party affiliations. These individuals seem slightly less 
inclined to use legal terms when discussing the issue after the Court ruling. This would 
require further investigation into the mechanism by which this would occur and whether 





Figure A examines the argument type for both the respondents who identified as 
Democrats or leaning toward the Democratic Party and Republicans or leaning toward 
the Republican Party. The figure shows that Democrats tended to focus their arguments 
on policy externalities before and immediately after the decision and the aspects of the 
policy a few weeks after the decision. Conversely, Republican respondents, in aggregate, 
were less inclined to change the focus of their arguments. They mainly focused on 
government and ideological aspects of health care reform. The figure shows that 
respondents of both parties used legalistic frames the least, which tended to decline 




 Looking at each party more closely, Figure B and Figure C show how respondents 
of each party used arguments in support of the health care reform and against it. 
 
Figure B shows how Democratic respondents in support of the reform used the 
actual policy aspects less and less, and rather focused on the positive externalities. Figure 
B also shows the shift after the decision where Democratic respondents focused on 
government and ideology more, with those effects dissipating by the next month. 
For those respondents who had Republican party identifications, Figure C shows 
the argument types by positive and negative views on health care reform. Here, 
Republican respondents focus overwhelming on the aspects of the policy rather, with 
relatively stable arguments. Additionally, Republican respondents focus on government 
and ideology when opposing the health policy reforms. With this subset of the 
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